
✦Intro: We don’t use the term “holy” that much these days.  When we do 
we use it is some pretty strange ways, don’t you think?   On the one hand 

we might speak of a holy man, or a holy place.  But mostly we use the term 
to describe bovine.  Just what exactly IS a “holy cow”?  Or “Holy Smoke”.  

Does that come from blessed cigarettes or kosher e-vap?  If someone gets 
a bit carried away we might call her a “Holy Roller”, though it eludes me as 

to why.  If our child is a bit out of control, others may call him of all things, a 
little “Holy Terror”, which is an odd mix of terms, I think you will agree.  And 

while there may be a rational explanation, I’m sure most of those who use it 
don’t know the source of the expression Holy Mackerel!  Except that a long 

time ago Robin liked to say such things to Batman.  Still, holiness is an 
attribute of God we cannot miss.  It’s everywhere in Scripture associated 

with him. Holiness is hard to conceive of, perhaps, because we really don’t 
find it anywhere in it’s pure form except in God!

✦“Who among the gods is like you, O LORD? Who is like you--
majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders?” Exodus 

15:11, NIV.
✦And because real holiness is impossible to find apart from God himself, 

mostly we learned to love with unholiness and come to look on it as natural, 
normal, and expected (Tozer).  We are not much disappointed that our 

teachers are immoral, or our politicians unfaithful, or our merchants 
dishonest.  After all, if we get on their case, we shall have to pay attention 

to our own as well! 
✦1. What exactly is holiness?  Some folks think of God as a nice 

grandfather, winking from his rocker in heaven, where there is no dust on 
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the floor.  But holiness is never described this way in the Bible.  Others 
think of God as a poor, weeping, weak old man who’s moral sensitivity is so 

deeply troubled when his kids down on earth are impolite and immoral, and 
who wishes ever so strongly that they would be good.  But this too is not a 

biblical picture of being holy. 
✦A. Holiness is otherness.  Holiness is to be set apart from everything 

else.  Holiness is to be without fault, and without darkness of any sort, and 
for that matter, without a single shade of grey, much less fifty or so. Just 

look at what Isaiah says:
✦v15  God is “high and lofty”.  Which parallels the next phrases, 

“whose name is holy...I live in a high and holy place.”
✦Holiness is absolutely better than everything else.  It is absolute good.  

Holiness is what we should prefer to fill our Senate and our House of 
Representatives.  Holiness is what we should pray our parents attain, as 

well as our kids.  It is also more than the absence of evil, or even of slight 
malfunction.  It is more than the presence of a little bit of good.  It is none of 

the one and all of the other.  Holiness is to be set apart as special, and 
sacred, to be chock full of every element of beauty and perfection.  Evans 

writes that holiness is God’s intrinsic and transcendent purity, the standard 
of righteousness to which the whole universe must conform.  

✦The origin of our terms may help the picture.  The greek term used 
is agios. It means to set apart.  The hebrew term, qadash, carries the 

same meaning: set-apart, sacred, consecrated. To “sanctify” is to set 
apart as special.  A “saint” is a “set apart” person.  A “sanctuary” is a 

set apart place, a holy place.  The english “holy” stems from the 
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Anglo-Saxon term halig meaning “well, whole.”  So you see, holiness 
is a high standard.  God does not conform to this standard.  He is the 

standard.  His creation must conform to him. God’s holiness means 
he is set apart (Isaiah says “high and lofty”) and cannot sin.  His 

purity makes even the contemplation of evil inconceivable for him.  
You and I find holiness difficult, more like an human trying to breathe 

in space.  But for God, that space is fresh and exhilarating. Holiness 
is his element.  We agonize trying to decide to say ‘no’ to sin.  He 

agonizes at the very presence of it; not in the sense that he is inflicted 
by in, but in the sense that everything about him quite naturally 

resists, even destroys it.  Which brings us to another thing.
✦B.  Holiness is also God’s instinct, if we can call it that, to obliterate all 

that is not right and pure.
✦Notice that (v15-16) God’s holy separateness does not mean he 

turns a blind eye to sin, or runs from it’s contamination. No God is 
drawn to sin like a flame to a moth; he most naturally dissolves it on 

contact.  He can do nothing other than seek and destroy that which is 
not holy.  Like vinegar on lime deposit, bring holiness and sin together 

and it isn’t the holy thing that gets affected.  Usually we observe that 
dirt or filth contaminates the clean.  Doctors where gowns and face 

masks to keep from breathing contamination onto the patient in 
surgery.   But it is not like that for holiness.  Holiness is a sort of 

reverse contamination.  It destroys the dirty.  It’s more like the UV 
scans that kill germs on eggs and veggies, or in water or air ducts. It’s 

presence eliminates contaminants.   That is what is meant by the 
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biblical image of God as a consuming fire; his holiness destroys all 
contamination.  To exist in the presence of holiness, you absolutely 

must be Grade-A and nothing less. Bear in mind once again that God 
is not the one in danger because he is clean.  When Jesus touched 

the leper, a disease known to be transferred by contact, Jesus did not 
contract leprosy.  Rather, the leper caught health!  Holiness is the 

state of real peace and purity.  Contrary to human assumption, 
wickedness does not end in joy and satisfaction.

✦cf “But the wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest, 
whose waves cast up mire and mud. “There is no peace,” says 

my God, “for the wicked.”” Isaiah 57:20, 21, NIV.
✦2. So what does God’s holiness mean for humans like us? Good 

question.  One writer asks, “If mountains shake when God moves, why 
don’t we quiver at the thought of God? Why are we not reverent toward 

God?  Why do we no hold him in awe?  It is because we have forgotten 
who he is and we do not take him seriously.  We are like the two small boys 

caught eating their chocolate easter bunnies against their parents 
permission. When mom discovered their sister had eaten the core out of 

her’s so as to appear obedient, the boys smug response was, “See, at least 
with us you have good, honest disobedience.”   Is that not our attitude? 

Good honest disobedience!  That doesn’t work.  We are lying to ourselves 
while we die in the process. 
✦A. Holiness means I can’t pretend that grey is OK.   Holiness is a direct 
challenge to every human being walking the earth.  Leviticus 19:2 says 
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“You be holy, because I am holy.”  Peter quotes it to the New Testament 
Christians in his letter.

✦“As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had 
when you lived in ignorance. But just as he who called you is holy, so 

be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.” 
Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, 

live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.” 1 Peter 1:14-17, 
NIV.

✦Jesus taught it in his sermon on the Mount, after intensifying the Ten 
Commandments.  (The law says don’t murder.  I say don’t call your brother 

names.  It’s the same thing.  The law says don’t have sex with anyone 
you’re not married to.  I say, don’t look at a girl and think about it.)  But we 

don’t agree with that, do we?  We think “All I did was look and drool. That’s 
really not that bad. It’s not an affair.  All I did was curse at him.  I didn’t knife 

him.”  Jesus summarizes his sermon:
✦“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Matthew 

5:48, NIV.
✦Basically he’s saying, “You don’t get it. Holiness is health.  Holiness is 

real life.  Take it from me, no dirtiness leads to peace.  Don’t be OK with it. 
Scale of one to ten: you can think of a place lacking holiness in your life.  

1-10: how OK with it are you?  Which is kinda like asking “How much do 
you disagree with God?”  The fact is that quite often you and I have chosen 

to be OK with shades of grey.  We don’t care about white.  We don’t believe 
white is a good place to live. 
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✦Nobody who comes into contact with holiness fails to notice they don’t 
compare. 

✦The prophet Habakkuk  ran into God’s holiness and what did he 
say?  “I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; 

decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled.” Habakkuk 3:16, 
NIV.
✦Job encountered God’s holiness and cried  "I am unworthy --how 
can I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth. Job 40:4    

Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes." 42:6 
✦Isaiah laid eyes on God, the holy God, who the angels didn’t even 

look at and stammered   "Woe to me!" I cried. "I am [unravelling]! For 
I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, 

and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty." Isa. 6:5 
✦Peter met Jesus in his boat after a miraculous catch of fish and his 

response was a hoarse whisper “"Go away from me, Lord; I am a 
sinful man!" Luke 5:8 

✦We need to see this comparison or we will forever pat ourselves on the 
back believing we are not all that far off, and God would be pretty lucky to 

have our attention. No, it’s not like that. We compare ourselves to people.  
1) He’s a bad sinner 2) He’s not so hot, but not a bad sinner 3) He’s a nice 

guy, a good sinner.  Cool but not perfect.  4) He’s an excellent sinner, a 
pretty darn good fallen man! (Which category do you think most of us think 

we’re in? Probably 3-4.  Honestly we think we’re good people, ever shiny 
sinners!  We like the way we are.  

The Holy God, Isa.57:15-21; 6:1-6
What is God Really Like #13

6



✦Now think about it.  From the ground some trees look bigger; Redwoods 
and Sequoias for example tower over crabapple trees.  However, from 

40,000 feet all trees look small.  So it is with the holiness of you and I 
compared to the standard of God.  One man looks holier that another who 

is in the dregs of society.  But from God’s “high and lofty place”, the death 
row inmate, and the president who never told a lie are both in deep need.  

From a high and lofty place, men and women are little, whether they are on 
ladders, on the sidewalk, or on a mountain ridge. 

✦Now then, if we cannot pretend that our shades of grey don’t 
matter, then what shall we do?  We shall  humble ourselves before 

God that he may lift us up. 
✦B. Holiness means that God by nature is a cleansing God, and that is 

available to me.  I wonder if you notices in Isaiah where God dwells.  The 
“high and holy” place, that’s right!  But there was another.  “With him who is 

contrite and lowly in spirit.”   Contrite means “in the dust” or “broken down”, 
or “penitent.”  Kind of “fallen to the ground asking for mercy.”  The High and 

Holy King is drawn to the lowly spirit sorrowing over it’s lack of holiness.  
Look at God’s words through Isaiah:

✦“I was enraged by his sinful greed; I punished him, and hid my face 
in anger, yet he kept on in his wilful ways. I have seen his ways, but I 

will heal him; I will guide him and restore comfort to him,” Isaiah 
57:17, 18, NIV.

✦Holiness means if you will come clean with God, God will clean you up. 
Don’t ever stop bowing your head to the holy God.  When Isaiah had the 

vision of God he became contrite, right?  And God cleansed him.
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✦“And they were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD 
Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” At the sound of their 

voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled 
with smoke. “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of 

unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes 
have seen the King, the LORD Almighty.” Then one of the seraphs 

flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs 
from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, “See, this has 

touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”” 
Isaiah 6:3-7, NIV.

✦God’s holiness is your invitation to bow and be raised up.  For God’s holy 
fire will not rest until it has destroyed all that is wicked and less than 

beautiful.  That is the wrath that Jesus bore on the cross.  Holy 
Forgiveness , Batman!  
✦Conclusion:  You are invited to rejoice in the holiness of God today.  
Rejoice that there is an all powerful being who is bent on creating beauty, 

purity, and perfection. Put your hope in him this very minute.  Bow your 
head to him this very day.  Let me put it to you in a picture.

✦In the superhero film Batman vs Superman, at the very end when 
some wild monster is rampaging and Superman is weakened by the 

kryptonite spear he must use to destroy it, and Batman has crashed 
his plane, and the monster shoots a stream of fire from its eyes at 

Batman caught in his wreck –suddenly something appears out of 
nowhere and shields him from the blast.  It’s Wonder Woman.  (Yeah 

I know. She’s a feminist).  In one of the superhero Hulk films a 
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helicopter exploded and is heading for David Banners girlfriend in a 
field (yes she was “outstanding in her field”), so the Hulk leaps upon 

her and weathers the explosion while protecting her.  You see where 
I’m going with this?  God’s holiness is the only hope of a true health.  

We need holiness 
✦“Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; 

without holiness no-one will see the Lord.” Hebrews 12:14, NIV.
✦And yet we need protection from holiness.  Tozer writes:

✦“Since God’s first concern for his universe is its moral health, that 

is its holiness, whatever is contrary to this is necessarily under his 

eternal displeasure. To preserve his creation God must destroy 

whatever would destroy it.  When he arises to put down iniquity and 

save the world from irreparable moral collapse, he is said to be 

angry.  Every wrathful judgment in the history of the world has been 

a holy act of preservation.  The holiness of God, the wrath of God, 

and the health of the creation are inseparably united.  God’s wrath is 

his utter intolerance of whatever degrades and destroys.  He hates 

iniquity as a mother hates the polio that takes the life of he 

child.”  (Knowledge of the Holy, p.106)  

✦Holiness is the only hope of eternal joy and yet holiness puts us in 
jeopardy.  Yet this same holy God  has made a way to live with the 

lowly in the person of his Son, Jesus, who is the shield for those who 
will bow behind his cross. 
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